A GROUP OF NOBLE DAMES

her, though it was perhaps all the while a factor in the
production of her unhappiness.

To say that her beauty quite departed as the
years rolled on would be to overstate the truth. Time
is not a merciful master, as we all know, and he was
not likely to act exceptionally in the case of a woman
who had mental troubles to bear in addition to the
ordinary weight of years. Be this as it may, eleven
other winters came and went, and Laura Northbrook
remained the lonely mistress of house and lands with-
out once hearing of her husband. Every probability
seemed to favour the assumption that he had died in
some foreign land; and offers for her hand were not
few as the probability verged on certainty with the
long lapse of time. But the idea of remarriage
seemed never to have entered her head for a moment.
Whether she continued to hope even now for his
return could not be distinctly ascertained ; at all events
she lived a life unmodified in the slightest degree from
that of the first six months of his absence.

This twelfth year of Laura's loneliness, and the
thirtieth of her life drew on apace, and the season ap-
proached that had seen the unhappy adventure for
which she so long had suffered. Christmas promised
to be rather wet than cold, and the trees on the out-
skirts of Laura's estate dripped monotonously from day
to day upon the turnpike-road which bordered them.
On an afternoon in this week between three and four
o'clock a hired fly might have been seen driving along
the highway at this point, and on reaching the top of
the hill it stopped. A gentleman of middle age
alighted from the vehicle.

'You need drive no further/ he said to the coach-
man. 'The rain seems to have nearly ceased. I'll
stroll a little way, and return on foot to the inn by
dinner-time.'

The flyman touched his hat, turned the horse, and
drove back as directed. When he was out of sight
the gentleman walked on, but he had not gone far
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